The eye of the knight (as I hope you can see) is firmly set on what is coming against him on the left page. This is a composite illumination, uniting the two folio pages. The names of these hideous demons cannot be read in the picture, because their names are hidden by the page curving into the binding. But as soon as one counts them, it is obvious that they represent the seven deadly sins. Each grotesque figure is backed by figures representing its supporting sins in a wonderfully medieval hierarchical pattern. Avarice, a chief sin, is for example backed up by a smaller demon labeled usury. The knight does have allies, the seven cardinal virtues pictured as doves, who are ranked before him on his side of the illustration. But the knight and the devils easily capture our eye.
I submit to you that this illustration, splendid as it is, must be read as apiece of propaganda, one which clerics would surely advance as an ideal for knighthood and which knights might be happy to accept, perhaps even to pay for handsomely. But it is most emphatically not a realistic picture, not a description of what knights actually were or what they actually did. This is illustration is prescriptive rather than descriptive. We would, I believe, make a great error if we were to accept as realistic this idealized and wishful view that flattered warrior sensibilities as it tried to direct warrior energies. I will only assert this point of view for now, but will return to it shortly.
For now, let me supplement this manuscript illustration with two simple stories of the sort I found in those books in the British Library.
A religious writer, a friar named Thomas of Cantimpré around the midthirteenth century wrote a book with the unforgetable title of Bonum universale de apibus (The Common Good from Bees). He was one of a group of thirteenth century natural philosophers and he thought that bees achieved a harmonious society that humans should emulate. Actually his book is largely a collection of stories told to friars by confessing sinners… He provides my first story, which came to him from a fellow friar to whom the widow of a knight had made a confession. So much for the "seal of the confessional". This powerful German knight, devoted to tournament, apparently had died in one; at least Thomas says, "he died as miserably as he had lived (mortuus est autem miserabiliter sicut vixit)." His holy and devout widow, with much weeping (absolutely required in confession stories), told her spiritual father of a vision given her of her departed husband. His exact location was not specified, but he was surrounded by a great gathering of demons who performed a devilish version of the arming ceremony. They first outfitted him with caligas, heavy soldier's shoes-using spikes that penetrated from the soles of his feet to his head. Next came the knightly hauberk, the suit of chain-link armor, secured to his body again with spikes that pierced him through, this time front to back and back to front His great helmet was then nailed to his head, with spikes tearing through
